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The Boundaries of Watchdog Journalism at the
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
Aras Coskuntuncel
American University
Abstract: In the early 21st century, daily newspapers across the United States
struggled with how to respond to economic and technological pressures. Using ethnographic methods, this article explores one newspaper’s—the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel’s—response to those challenges, with a particular
focus on how journalists’ definition of the news affects the information the
public is exposed to. I argue that the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel responded to
economic and technological challenges by redefining news. However, that
redefinition brought with it unforeseen problems, both in the practice and the
product of journalism. The redefinition increased tensions between watchdog
and beat reporters, and between older, more experienced journalists and
younger, more tech-savvy journalists. This research suggests that the redefinition of what constitutes news put a greater emphasis on government and the
newspaper’s need to establish a villain, which in turn narrowed the focus of
investigative series to malpractice or the abuse of power instead of broader
questions about the system itself.
Keywords: J our nalism, watchdog jour nalism, investigative jour nalism, media,
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, news, newsroom, newspaper, ethnography

Introduction
As traditional forms of journalism change, and as contemporary media face new challenges, news organizations are trying to find their place and
redefine themselves. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel is no exception. In an
effort to adapt to new technological and economic conditions—including
curbing the effects of dwindling circulation, loss of advertising revenue, and
high print costs—and to regain some of its control over the flow of information in the local market, the Journal Sentinel has gone through a series of
transformations. The afternoon Milwaukee Journal and morning Milwaukee
Sentinel became one, the merged paper redefined the purpose of its journalism, and it changed the patterns of employment as the newspaper adapted
organizationally. “We made a forced choice in the face of the crisis,” said
George Stanley, the recently promoted editor-in-chief of the Journal Sentinel,
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during our interview in April 2013 (Milwaukee, WI) about the newspaper’s
recent shift to focus more on watchdog reporting. A historical analysis of the
changes and conditions in the industry and the Journal Sentinel reveals the
role of the changing economy and technology behind the paper’s transition,
which, in turn, changed the journalists’ understanding and definition of news.
The establishment of a separate watchdog unit also created divisions within
the newsroom between watchdog (in-depth, investigative reporting) and beat
(breaking, hard news) reporters. As a result of the growth of technology in
news production and circulation, changes in employment patterns in the
newsroom created another division between newly hired, tech-savvy, young
journalists and veteran news workers. These divisions within the newsroom
influence what becomes news and how it is presented, as does the paper’s
definition of its watchdog role. This article, based on my master’s thesis
(Coskuntuncel 2014), explores the Journal Sentinel’s transition process from
a general-purpose newspaper to a watchdog-centric journal, focusing on the
implications of the media’s role as a democratizing force as well as the future
of the industry.
From both a utopian and dystopian perspective, technological determinism still dominates the debate over the conditions and the role of media as
a popular discourse both in the industry and academia. The industry tends to
blame the arrival of new technologies in general and the Internet in particular
for many problems, but journalism has been staggering under the weight of
profit- and advertisement-driven media operations, professionalization, and
concentrated ownership for quite a long time. The news-for-profit characteristic of market-based journalism raises many problems: private capitalist control over news media changes (Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001:31) and standardizes (Allen 2005:55–56) the content media companies produce. This marketbased journalism “marginalizes the voices and interests of the poor and working class” (McChesney 2012:683) and in turn serves the special interests of
the power elite, as these big media companies are “closely interlocked, and
have important common interests with other major corporations, banks, and
government” (Herman and Chomsky 1988:14). As a result of market-driven
news operations, both the tone and depth of coverage of issues facing the
working class and lower middle class changed, and the target audience shifted
from low-income readers to wealthier demographics (Martin 2008). Moreover, “corporate ideology has become public ideology,” and corporations have
“altered the culture of democracy by changing the language and logic that we
use to evaluate public life” (Allen 2005:1). Heavy reliance on official sources,
the loss of a connection with readers and their real problems “adapting the
same voice of dull sameness” (Greider 1992:288), and biased, inaccurate reporting have caused more damage than the emergence of new technologies
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(Halimi 2009). The common excuse for sub-par content or, for example, cutting investigative reporting is not solely related to the arrival of new technologies. The same excuse was being offered when papers were making greater
profits.
Today’s comments about how the “newspaper business is a dying
industry” and is a “dinosaur” on the verge of extinction can be traced to the
late 1970s (Bogart 1982:58), when the professionalization of journalism was
on the rise (McChesney 2004). Similar remarks have been made especially
since the early 1990s, when rounds of buyouts and layoffs, closures of metropolitan dailies, mergers and acquisitions, and changes in reporting and content
reached a record number. The changes that the Journal Sentinel went through
during the same period can be summed up in these main categories: the merger of the Journal and the Sentinel in 1995; the transition into a watchdogcentric paper in the early 2000s; the adoption and use of new technologies;
and organizational changes, including those in the advertising and marketing
departments. The changes are all intertwined. The transformation has important links to market conditions, the changing role and uses of technology,
and the growth of digital “new media” and participatory culture. These influences have in turn shaped notions about the professionalization of journalistic
culture and the practice of journalism itself.
In order to explore the Journal Sentinel’s transformation process, I
conducted 13 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with Journal Sentinel
workers in 2013 and 2014, including advertising and marketing employees,
and I also completed a four-month ethnographic observation. I observed the
paper’s weekly watchdog unit meetings from the beginning of February to
mid-May 2013 and joined watchdog reporter Meg Kissinger, a veteran journalist who covers Milwaukee’s mental health system, while she did reporting
for an award-winning series. The Journal Sentinel journalists were open to the
idea of having me attend meetings and observe the reporting process. I chose
in-depth interviews and participant observation as my methods not only because those methods are more suitable to understanding work lives (Rubin
and Rubin 2005), but also because those methods allow for capturing and
exploring complex questions without reducing the processes to statistics that
risk losing much of the richness of everyday life (Rubin and Rubin 2005). I
recorded and transcribed all of my interviews. The length of my interviews
varied from 40 minutes to two and a half hours. I conducted follow-up interviews when I felt they were needed. As part of a bigger project that explores
the Journal Sentinel’s transformation, this article is also based on these interviews and observations.
According to Sally Falk Moore, in order to put the everyday
“sameness” into historical context, it is important for the fieldworker to have
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a “processual perspective,” treating the “day-to-day stuff” as “the product of
effort” (1987:727–729). According to Sherry Ortner, the goal is to understand
history as something that people make within the confines of the system, not
something that happens to them (1984:159). Throughout my fieldwork, I tried
to observe, read, and analyze everyday interactions and practices as “struggles
to construct orders and actions that undo them,” while keeping in mind the
power relations of the “local moment” (Moore 1987:735).
The birth of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
After surviving a wave of acquisitions in the 1980s driven by big
chains in the newspaper industry, Milwaukee’s 158-year-old morning Milwaukee Sentinel and its afternoon sister, Milwaukee Journal, became a single
paper on April 2, 1995, in an effort to curb the effects of dwindling circulations and high newsprint costs. As early as 1992, the trade publication Editor
& Publisher described the “tough economic times” facing newspapers
(Kerwin 1992:16) in terms of advertising revenues. It reported that newspapers, including the New Y ork Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, and both the
Milwaukee newspapers, the Journal and the Sentinel, were adopting new
technologies and new strategies. The Journal Sentinel was quick to adopt digital technologies. The newspaper had a web presence in the early days of the
Internet; digitalized its news production, delivery, and advertising services;
moved its customer services overseas; and invested in expensive data technologies for data-intensive investigative reporting. In addition to staying up-todate with technology, the paper tried to regain its professional jurisdiction by
rebranding itself as a watchdog-centric journal. At the same time, the company was able to lower labor costs and tighten its control over the newsroom.
Nevertheless, the Journal Sentinel was struggling to “monetize” its Internet
operations during the 1990s, like many other companies in the industry. In the
years following the merger, Journal Sentinel employees would face another
round of transformation, this time redefining the news, and in 2015 a recently
finalized merger.i
Until the 1995 merger, the employee-owned Journal and Sentinel
were viewed as places that offered lifetime jobs in an industry where many
journalists often switch papers. As one reporter noted, “Rarely anyone was
fired” (Shepard 1996:28). In addition to Milwaukee’s strong community culture, the unique ownership organization of Journal Communications Inc.,
which owned both the Sentinel and Journal, was also an important factor in
journalists’ decision to stay. At the time, and until 2003, 90 percent of the
company was owned—but not run—by employees through a stock trust. The
announcement of the merger of the Journal and the Sentinel immediately cre-
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ated shockwaves in the city and among the newspapers’ longtime employees.
The merger of the two newsrooms also meant the departure of hundreds of
employees. The infuriated Newspaper Guild condemned the merger, along
with eight other unions, as a “not well thought out” decision that was made
“without any involvement by the employee owners of this newspaper and any
input from the community itself” (Fitzgerald 1995:12). “Employee ownership
is a sham,” then Guild local President Jack Norman scolded (Fitzgerald
1995:12). According to Kissinger, “it was like a shotgun wedding” (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, March 25, 2013). The
transition was quick and dramatic; in less than three months before the new
paper’s first issue, the editorial board, management structure, beats, design,
computer system, and even carriers went through a string of changes (Shepard
1996:28). During the merger period, 248 full-time employees left the papers
and about 100 newsroom jobs were cut (Fitzgerald 1995:12; Shepard
1996:28).
Complaining about the two newspapers’ divided resources before the
merger, editors and management heralded “more crime coverage, more neighborhood coverage and more sports coverage,” and predicted a circulation of
well over 300,000 for the remaining newspaper (Fitzgerald 1995:12). Before
the merger, the Journal’s circulation was 214,753, and the Sentinel was selling 175,330 papers (Fitzgerald 1995:12). The new Milwaukee Journal Sentinel debuted at 328,000, but three months after the merger, dropping circulation numbers proved that the predictions were overly optimistic, leading Currow to resign. A year after the merger, circulation had dropped to 281,669
(Shepard 1996:30).
Nevertheless, according to both Tom Moeschberger, current executive representative of major accounts, and Mark Misurelli, major accounts
manager and the manager of sales executives, if the Journal Sentinel is still in
business and making profits it is because of its monopolistic position in the
local market (Interviews by author, Milwaukee, WI, December 15 and December 5, 2013). One of the lines that the advertising and Journal Communications executives love to tout is that the Journal Sentinel has one of the highest Sunday penetration rates in the country; according to the most recent data,
the newspaper's overall penetration hovers around 59 percent (Pew Research
2013). That means that 59 percent of people in the Journal Sentinel’s coverage area read the paper in some form. The paper’s penetration rate was historically always high, and although it is beyond the scope of this research, the
high penetration rates, the community’s appreciation of their daily newspaper,
and their sense of obligation to buy it might be linked with the city’s social
fabric, which still bears the stamp of its working-class history and value system. Furthermore, perhaps one of the reasons the paper has been able to main-
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tain its high penetration rate is that its watchdog journalism is unmatched in
the region. Both Misurelli and Moeschberger, during our interviews in December 2013 (Milwaukee, WI), emphasized their ability to sell the entire Milwaukee market as one of the key components of the advertising department’s
selling strategies.
The watchdog team
The 1995 merger was only the beginning of a series of transformations—with more buyouts and layoffs—for the newborn Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. In 2006, the paper decided to transition into a watchdog-centric
journal. With the rise of the Internet, social media, and smartphones, breaking
news was no longer part of newspapers’ monopoly. And with people already
paying their Internet and cellular data bills, news came with no extra cost.
“From the business perspective, survival depends on giving people something
that they can’t get anywhere else,” said Stanley on April 12, 2013, during our
interview (Milwaukee, WI).
Throughout this article, investigative journalism refers to in-depth
investigations of public and private activities that are not regularly covered by
news outlets. It can be more narrowly categorized as watchdog, adversarial,
or advocacy journalism if the entity that publishes the investigative report
pushes for change as a result of the reporting. Although these terms are used
for different types of journalism, similar to Ettema and Glasser (1998), I use
these terms interchangeably based on their characteristics of pushing for
change and holding organizations, agencies, and governments accountable
rather than embracing the press’ role as detached, unbiased recorder of facts.
Based on my interviews and observations, watchdog journalism for the Journal Sentinel comprises unique, data-driven investigative stories that have a
clearly identifiable antagonist and that present the opportunity for the newspaper to propose a solution to a problem and build its public-service brand by
showcasing work done by highly skilled journalists. But the paper failed to
resist the industry-wide practice of shrinking the newsroom and used its
watchdog branding and the growth of new technologies as an excuse to this
end. In addition, it put the future of its watchdog reporting onto uncertain
ground by committing to an acquisition-like merger with E. W. Scripps in
July 2014.
Defending the transition to focus more on investigative, long-form
reporting, Stanley believes that every newspaper regardless of size should
follow this path. “Watchdog is essential for journalism,” he said, adding that
although the newsroom is one-third its 1990s size, the newspaper today is
producing “better, more quality journalism with a smaller news-
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room” (Stanley, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013). During
the transition process, the paper went through rounds of economic-based buyouts and layoffs; most of the new hires since then were targeted to strengthen
the paper’s watchdog role and its online presence. While most newspapers
invested more in breaking news, which they saw as an opportunity to lower
costs through new digital technologies, the Journal Sentinel decided to adopt
a strategy that was more expensive in terms of technology, expertise, and
time. The Journal Sentinel wanted to brand itself as the place that people can
find “information they can’t get anywhere else,” said Greg Borowski, the
current editor of the watchdog unit (Borowski, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013).
So you can go a lot of places to get the football scores or
the weather or whatever. You can’t go a lot of places to say,
here is an investigation into all the police officers on the
force that have been arrested, punished for violating laws
and misdemeanors, because no one else is going to put the
resources in to do that. So if you give the people unique
information, that’s a way to hold onto the franchise and
hold on to the readers and viewers. … You need to give
people something unique so it’s not just average everyday
stuff. [Borowski, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI,
April 12, 2013]
In order to produce something more than “just everyday stuff,” the
paper established a separate unit and channeled the necessary resources to the
team so that it could produce investigative, long-form reporting. The watchdog team was created in 2006 when the paper brought in an investigative editor from California’s Orange County Register, Mark Katches, to lead the transitioning of the paper to a watchdog-centric journal. According to Stanley,
they wanted to do more computerized, data-driven investigative reporting, but
initially he and Editor-in-Chief Marty Kaiser had many discussions about
whether to create a separate watchdog team (Stanley, interview by author,
Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013). In the end, they decided to create a separate
unit but to maintain the watchdog reporters’ beats so that each watchdog reporter covers one beat, such as crime, business or health, and produces investigative reporting within that topic area. When the watchdog team was created, managers interviewed reporters to decide who would be in the unit. According to Kissinger, since the transition in 2006, “everything has
changed” (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, March 25, 2013).
The newspaper not only changed its reporting style and process but also
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changed organizationally. On the other hand, the creation of a separate watchdog unit with a different reporting process and more resources compared to
the rest of the staff also resulted in another division in the newsroom. Watchdog reporters have the luxury of spending much more time, usually months,
on their reports, which often win awards and subsequently put the reporters in
the spotlight. Beat reporters, on the other hand, have to produce at least one
story, most of the time multiple stories, in a day. There are examples of reporters who are not on the watchdog team who were given a chance to produce investigative series and who won prestigious awards. But both watchdog
and beat reporters admit that there are still tensions in the newsroom because
of the dichotomy in the reporting operations.
Today the watchdog team is composed of six investigative reporters
with different reporting beats, one data specialist, three PolitiFact reporters,
one assistant editor, one columnist, and an editor that oversees the team. One
multimedia producer and one programmer also work closely with and mainly
for the team. As managing editor until March 2015, when he was promoted to
editor-in-chief, Stanley also closely monitored and oversaw the watchdog
operation. During the production process, the photographers, videographers,
print designers, and web producers assigned to the project also join the team.
Three other reporters that mainly write explanatory stories also work closely
with the team. The watchdog unit meets once a week for specific, ongoing
projects and once a month for general issues like ways to improve search optimization, data visualization, or data collection. During the monthly meetings,
the group also talks about potential story ideas, which can come from tips,
news stories, or investigative projects that were done by other news outlets in
the country.
The watchdog’s dilemma
For more than a century, investigative or watchdog journalism in its
traditional form has been touted by news organizations as the way the press
serves the public with a check on the government and its institutions. But
these same news outlets often stop short of playing the role of the advocate
for the public. Fearing the risk of overstepping the fine line between passively
but effectively serving as the public’s moral compass and advocating for a
cause, the press in general has tended to report a problem and then wait for
the public to respond. A step beyond that line is usually considered advocacy
journalism or adversarial reporting. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel has run
several investigative series that utilized a tool many news outlets in the past
have avoided: the adversarial tradition in journalism—also known as watchdog or muckraking reporting. In the past five years, the paper has won three
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Pulitzer Prizes, all for in-depth reporting; two were for cases that uncovered
improper use of public funds. The main distinction here is between detached
observation and actively pushing for change. Most of the Journal Sentinel
reporters I interviewed embraced the press’ role as agent for change while
holding the powerful accountable in the name of the powerless, but they also
recognize the enduring importance of objectivity in their offering of possible
solutions to the problems they are reporting. There was variety in the way the
journalists described their type of journalism. Some saw it as adversarial, others advocacy or watchdog, but most identified their work as a combination of
these types of journalism.
In 2010, a Journal Sentinel reporter won the Pulitzer for local reporting for her “Cashing in on Kids” investigation into fraud in the state’s childcare subsidy program. In 2008, another reporter won in the same category for
his investigation into Milwaukee County’s pension payouts. As a result of
these projects, the Journal Sentinel’s reputation was strengthened as a hub for
investigative reporting. The paper’s investigative reports from recent years
include “Imminent Danger,” a look at how the country’s mental health laws
often allow dangerous people to walk the streets; “Empty Cradles,” a yearlong look at the reasons underlying Milwaukee’s troubling infant mortality
rate; “Both Sides of the Law,” an investigation into how many active-duty
Milwaukee police officers had violated the law; “Chemical Fallout,” a series
on the ill health effects caused by exposure to dangerous chemicals found in
homes and food containers; “Deaths in Detention,” a series on deaths in police custody, which among others investigated the death of Derek Williams
and prompted new department rules; and “Chronic Crisis,” another awardwining series that I had the opportunity to study in more depth during my
ethnographic observation. The series examined Milwaukee County’s
“troubling” mental health system, which prompted a package of bills and actions by the state in efforts to reform the system.
Journal Sentinel reporters place the impact and change their reporting prompts above other criteria like awards or clicks when they talk about
the success of their stories. Moreover, they try to provide tools to readers in
order to create public pressure on certain issues. In some of its investigative
series, the paper published contact information of representatives and officials, sometimes with guides, for readers to get in touch with them in order to
create public pressure. Most of the series, including “Chronic Crisis,” also
provided examples of different legal and political practices that have proved
effective in different cities, states, and countries as possible solutions for
problems in various areas, including mental health and law enforcement. Stories like these call attention “to the breakdown of social systems and disorder
within public institutions that cause injury and injustice; in turn, their stories
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implicitly demand the response of public officials—and the public itself—to
that breakdown and disorder,” which is what Ettema and Glasser (1998:3) call
the main elements of investigative journalism. The Journal Sentinel not only
provides the reporting groundwork for this kind of journalism, but it also publishes follow-up impact stories that show it is pushing and looking for action
from authorities; sometimes it directly tells readers what they should do in
order to reduce the “disorder” it points out.
Both inexperienced and veteran journalists mostly agree with their
editors’ and managers’ approach to the watchdog strategy: give readers something they can’t get anywhere else. Another commonality is agreement on
defining what makes a watchdog story. They explain their reasons more or
less the same way, seeing it almost as a standardized, routinized process.
Stanley, the managing editor, pointed out that after they created the watchdog
team, they wrote up a memo that explains how they “decide to delve into a
project” (Stanley, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013).
The Journal Sentinel reporters’ standards for picking a story converge on the point of seeking accountability. As most of their stories emerge
from tips and examining databases, according to Borowski, when they are
choosing stories they focus on “the most important ones,” with importance
depending on “how many people are affected, how egregious is the situation,
what change can be prompted by us writing about it. Who is accountable or
responsible for what we are writing about?”(Borowski, interview by author,
Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013). To find answers to these questions, they
position themselves according to the law, as Kissinger points out: “[W]hat
I’ve done many times is gone back and looked at how is something supposed
to happen. So, how is the law written?” She cites a series that began in 2007
on the use of harmful chemicals, especially Bisphenol A, in various products
being used on a daily basis. Kissinger said that rather than explore whether it
is a dangerous chemical—“because that would take you forever to explain,
and you get really strong opinions on both sides and it wouldn’t be very clear
to the reader”—reporters looked at how the government assesses the safety of
this chemical (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 11,
2012), which in turn made the story about regulation rather than a wrongdoing in the private sector.
The emphasis on the law, on the other hand, coincides with Ettema
and Glasser’s findings about how the law is “usually the most concrete, even
if not always the most compelling, standard for the objectification of moral
judgments” (1998:72). According to the authors, journalists use the law and
legal standards not only against criticism but also to avoid responsibility for
making decisions about morality (1998:73). Reliance on common sense, moral order, and existing laws and regulations while advocating for change is a
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result of what Protess et al. point out in The Journalism of Outrage when they
say, “Investigative reporters are reformers not revolutionaries” (1991:5):
They seek to improve the American system by pointing out
its shortcomings rather than advocating its overthrow. By
spotlighting specific abuses of particular policies or programs, the investigative reporter provides policy makers
with the opportunity to take corrective actions without
changing the distribution of power. [Protess et al. 1991:11]
While investigative journalism is generally viewed “as a way of
waking citizens up to their political responsibilities,” Thomas C. Leonard
points out the paradox related with the press’ watchdog role in the Progressive era: there was a decline in overall political participation in America “as
this reporting gained strength” (1986:184). Watchdog journalism has also
become a “vital source of self-esteem and discipline in a profession that had
neither an educational requirement nor a license by the state” (Leonard
1986:222). In other words, this “anomalous” characteristic led the profession
to justify itself in performing a watchdog role in the public’s name, “but in
which the public plays no role, except as an audience” (Carey 1997:247).
“Where are the bad guys?”
Stanley used Dave Umhoefer’s Pulitzer Prize-winning, six-month
investigation into the Milwaukee County pension system as an example to
explain how they decide to pursue a project. “After looking at the data, the
key question here was, ‘Is there a special county good old boy network for
pensions?’” He added that if somebody is being harmed because of some
wrongdoing, inefficiency, or misuse of public funds, then they look for who is
accountable (Stanley, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013).
According to the reporters, watchdog journalism is by its nature adversarial;
holding someone accountable for a wrongdoing is an inseparable part of it.
The Journal Sentinel specifically looks for bad guys who can be held accountable. Moreover, misuse of taxpayers’ money and public funds are what they
are looking for when exploring a story idea.
For example, during a monthly watchdog meeting on April 11, 2013
(Milwaukee, WI), two reporters presented two investigative projects published by a different news organization. After discussing the investigation,
content, and presentation aspects of a story about the bad conditions and lack
of governance in religious children’s homes in Tampa Bay by the Tampa Bay
Times, James Nelson, a PolitiFact reporter, presented another investigative
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story, this time by a McClatchy newspaper in South Carolina about hospitals
and hospital bills in the area. He said, “It was well done, but they didn’t go
and find a bad guy.” The Journal Sentinel watchdog team loves to find bad
guys in a story; it is one of the primary indicators of whether they will delve
deeper into a project or story idea. Nelson said the series was a kind of encyclopedia of area hospitals that contained everything from CEOs’ paychecks to
patient bills. Stanley, after praising the reporting, pointed out that there was
no impact after the report. He said he would go further and “go after these
guys [nonprofit system abusers] and present what should’ve been done, the
solutions.” Then the team discussed whether they could conduct a similar
investigation about Milwaukee hospitals.
Reporters outside of the watchdog team also use the same “bad
guys” and “misuse of public funds” rhetoric when they describe the paper’s
watchdog series. When describing the differences between explanatory stories
and watchdog stories, Erin Richards, a daily metro reporter who covers the
education beat, during our interview on April 18, 2013 (Milwaukee, WI), said
that if the story has these two features, then it is more watchdog than explanatory. This is the formula the watchdog team follows: If there is a victim that
needs to be advocated for, then there should also be a villain to hold accountable. It is not the system but the people who execute it that are the problem,
according to that logic. Although the reporters and editors I interviewed
seemed to embrace this logic as a helpful mechanism in choosing stories, it is
one of the limitations of the watchdog reporting that the Journal Sentinel
adopts. It is a limitation because if there is not a person or group to hold accountable, then it is difficult if not impossible for them to tackle that issue. On
the other hand, it is easier to investigate a case that has, in Borowski’s words,
“a clear line from victim to villain” (Borowski, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2013). For instance, for an investigative reporter who
thinks there has to be a villain, a potential misuse of tuition fees by a university is worth reporting and would be a good example of watchdog journalism.
But faced with the problem of unfairly high tuition fees, where the whole education system is responsible, the investigative reporter also needs to question
the power relations, which not only fails to pass the victim–villain test but
also is hard to report. Kissinger’s project “Chronic Crisis,” a product of a
partnership with Marquette University, for example, evolved into a series
about the whole mental healthcare system in Milwaukee from a mental health
patient’s death in the psychiatric emergency room. Once the series became
one that questioned the system, it proved a struggle for the reporter and for
the paper, which had not tackled with the whole system in its watchdog reporting. This series is an exception in the Journal Sentinel’s years of delving
into social problems. But despite questioning the whole system and struggling
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to report from that perspective, the paper’s solutions still stayed within the
system.
The project was continually delayed as new angles were added, and
it required more time and resources. During the meetings, our interview, and
our conversations, she mentioned the hard time she was having while writing
the story: “I have to confess to you that I’m really struggling more on this
story than I have on anything I’ve ever done” (Kissinger, interview by author,
Milwaukee, WI, March 25, 2013). While frequently praising the journalism
that she and the paper are doing during our interviews, toward the end of our
last interview, when we focused on her project, she even expressed her frustration with the whole watchdog approach:
It’s just they put the word watchdog next to it. That’s cute
because they can have a little logo with the dog. … I mean,
it’s OK, [pauses] you know, these are valuable questions to
ask, I’m just being whiny about it because I’m having a
hard time, but thank you for your patience with me on that.
[Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, March 25,
2013]
Faced with problems like the “very clogged” emergency rooms, pressures on
doctors, and the poor quality of mental health care—where the whole mental
health care system bears responsibility—Kissinger also needed to question the
power relations, which not only failed to pass the victim–villain test but also
was hard to report. “So, it’s been very challenging trying to get your arms
around that system, because it’s a huge system, and it’s mired in lots of problems” (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, March 25, 2013).
Kissinger’s three-part series first identified the problems and then
offered solutions based on the laws, regulations, and practices that, according
to the empirical data, work better in cities like Madison and Houston and
states like Iowa, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. The series provided “who to contact” lists of officials and representatives for a particular failure of the system.
The last part of the series focused on the profiles of those who died “while
waiting for improvements” in the county’s mental health system. The paper
and the series rallied support from a wide range of organizations, practitioners, and families for a change in the system. The reporting prompted changes
in law and won the prestigious 2014 Polk Award for investigative reporting,
the Journal Sentinel’s fifth in the past six years.
The Journal Sentinel’s definition of victim–villain watchdog journalism carries over to how it labels “Empty Cradles,” an advocacy series
about Milwaukee’s infant mortality rates that the newspaper does not consider

Coskuntuncel 49
to be watchdog reporting. Crocker Stephenson, the lead reporter on the series,
says the story is not watchdog journalism because “watchdog journalism
seeks to find, seeks to solve a problem by holding someone accountable.”
This time it was the whole system, “but this was a different kind of journalism than the traditional watchdog journalism where you’re looking for a bad
guy because the responsibility for the solution was so diffuse that we couldn’t
just point to one guy and say, you need to do a better job” (Stephenson, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 20, 2012).
Where they draw the line
The newspaper does not have a problem with pushing for change as
much as it can. According to Kissinger, they are “giving readers the tools to
exercise their democracy” (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI,
April 11, 2012). Milwaukee Journal Sentinel watchdog reporters do not believe their role should end after reporting a story. All of the reporters interviewed measure their success by the impact and change they prompt by their
stories. They draw the line in favor of active adversarialism rather than detached observation when they describe their role as a catalyst for change. Kissinger points out the importance of exerting public pressure through followup impact stories to push for change:
Just continuing to point out, you know, what we found and
showing the weaknesses in the law and trying to get people
to remedy those … we continue to exert pressure with more
stories. … We keep the drumbeat going by printing more
stories about the need for that, and so we exert some public
pressure. [Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI,
April 11, 2012]
When Stephenson describes how the team started working on the
infant mortality series, he says their motivation was to help the community
reduce the rates rather than just paint a picture of what was happening in the
city. When they found out that some parts of the city had an infant mortality
rate that “was about the same as in the Gaza Strip,” Stephenson said that from
the beginning “the idea was always not just to point out that Milwaukee has
this problem but that there are simple solutions and complicated solutions but
there are solutions to this problem and that these are what those solutions
are” (Stephenson, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 20, 2012). He
said he thinks only identifying a problem is not enough and that newspapers
should not stop there for the sake of objectivity because journalists, too, have
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a responsibility to their community. Stephenson believes that good journalism
should “continue to push for improvement”; identifying a problem is only the
first step, Stephenson says:
I don’t think it’s enough to say this is a problem. And I
don’t think it’s also even enough to say and here are some
solutions. I think you also have to say, OK, so who is doing
these solutions? And if somebody tries to solve the problem, I think we’re responsible for following that person or
people and reporting what their success or lack of success
might be. I think we have a responsibility to ask our politicians and our people in charge of public health: What are
you doing? And what has changed? And what are you going to do to make things better? And I don’t think that it’s a
partisan issue, or that there’s anything wrong with advocating improvement in our culture. And that’s where I think
sometimes watchdog journalism fails. [Stephenson, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 20, 2012]
The Journal Sentinel reporters do draw a line when it comes to advocating a way to fix a wrongdoing. According to Borowski, the newspaper’s
objectivity stays intact when it continues to push for change after publishing a
story, and even when it encourages people to show their outrage, but its reputation as an objective source would be hurt if it advocates for a particular solution. After saying journalists need to remain objective, he adds:
You want things to change and improve, you’ll get in trouble if you advocate only a particular way to do it, or only
this side is right, and I want that specific reaction to happen.
As much as, you know, if you highlight a problem you want
to get the problem fixed. I think people, you know, you
would get into trouble with your objectivity and your perception among readers if it was like, well, here’s 10 ways to
solve this problem, and all we’re doing is writing about this
one problem, this one approach and not recognizing the
others. [Borowski, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI,
April 12, 2013]
Describing her type of journalism as advocacy journalism, in the
sense that watchdog journalism is inevitably adversarial, Barton draws a similar line to Borowski’s, and said “it’s not necessarily an advocate for a certain
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person or a certain position” (Barton, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI,
April 12, 2012). Borowski explains how the newspaper decides to present
solutions to a problem; in some cases, similar to Stephenson’s views, showing
how other cities approach the case is an important factor:
Now if that’s what you are doing [advocating one of the
presented solutions], you better be able to show, well, here
is why, you know, that 10 other cities with much better records in this area all do it that way, and it’s shown to be cost
effective and whatever, so that people understand that and
then can recognize you’re just helping inform the debate
and not saying, you know, do this specifically. [Borowski,
interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2012]
Most of the Journal Sentinel’s watchdog and beat reporters that I
interviewed did not hesitate to describe their journalism as advocacy, and they
contended that investigative reporting is adversarial by its nature. Kissinger,
for example, says, “In a way it is advocacy because it’s advocating for changes in the system. Looking for ways that the system is broken and trying to
provide solutions for those problems, versus, say, covering an
event” (Kissinger, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, March 25, 2013).
Gina Barton, a law enforcement reporter on the watchdog team, describes her
type of journalism similarly:
I think that a lot of reporters are afraid of that title
“advocacy journalism,” but if you think about it, what investigative reporting is, it’s uncovering a wrong, or it’s uncovering something that people want to keep secret. So it’s
uncovering crime, corruption, fraud, you know, waste
something like that, and so always when we uncover something like that, we hope it will stop. [Barton, interview by
author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12, 2012]
In her reporting, Barton claims she is advocating for the “voiceless” in the
society. She cited as an example her story about a “19-year-old, inner city
African-American girl” who called the police after a fight and was raped by
the cop who came to the area after her call.
And so somebody like that, you know, she told all these
other police officers what happened, they didn’t believe her.
… Who is going to listen to her? But she found a lawyer to
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listen to her and, but even then, she couldn’t really do anything. And so, somebody like that, it’s like I’m sticking up
for her and I’m helping her get justice, but at the same time
I’m holding accountable the police department, the district
attorney’s office, everybody who should have helped her.
[Barton, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, April 12,
2012]
Ellen Gabler, one of the young members of the watchdog team and
the assistant editor of the unit, was the only journalist who defended the idea
of absolute objectivity, rejected adversarial journalism, and expressed apathy
for everything in her reporting except “accuracy.” She is the perfect example
of Tuchman’s or Gan’s Weberian newsroom in which journalists function as
cogs in an industrial bureaucracy where routines produce texts and at the end
“fail to address existing power relations adequately” (Hesmondhalgh
2013:49). Objectivity, Gabler said, is something that “absolutely” can be
achieved and that’s all that matters in her reporting:
I don’t actually give a shit about most of the stuff, I don’t
care about most of the stuff that I write about in terms of
what happens either way. I’m writing about it, that’s different than [an] advocate. An advocate is somebody who is
ummm … you know like a nutrition advocate, you know
they [are] really into that, or somebody who is like a prisoner rights advocate. They can’t really see the other side. …
You know, I don’t really care. And so I’m constantly trying
to make sure the things that I’m writing are accurate, and
I’m portraying the reality of the situation as best I can.
[Gabler, interview by author, Milwaukee, WI, June 10,
2014]
Gabler in 2014 won several national awards, including the Livingston Award for young journalists, in part of her role in the “Deadly Delays”
investigation, which found that newborn screenings at hospitals and state
agencies across the country were often late. The story actually came from
another reporter, a beat reporter, in the newsroom. While the Journal Sentinel’s watchdog reporting celebrates the adversarial tradition of journalism,
reporters like Gabler and a number of news organizations are still struggling
with what Ettema and Glasser call American journalism’s “paradox of disengaged conscience” (1998:61).
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Conclusion
Faced with very real economic problems, the Milwaukee Journal
Sentinel sought to save itself by redefining its journalism, relying on and investing in new technologies, and restructuring the organization. These changes served to affirm that while investigative journalism might be the way to
maintain reader loyalty while cutting newsroom jobs and the scope of the
paper’s coverage, it is not guaranteed that this will result in advertising dollars
or create a more harmonious workplace. The creation of a separate watchdog
unit and using the renewed focus on investigative journalism to change employment patterns created divisions and tensions within the newsroom. These
divisions and the paper’s redefinition of news in the face of jurisdictional disputes determine the scope of the paper’s journalism.
For the Journal Sentinel, watchdog journalism comprises unique,
data-driven investigative stories with a clearly identifiable antagonist that
enables the paper to propose a solution to a problem and build its publicservice brand by showcasing work done by expert journalists. If a case does
not meet most, if not all, of these criteria it most likely would be seen as not
being worthy of investigation. As a result, this redefinition of news plays a
critical role in determining what information the public is exposed to. This
redefinition also prompts the journalists to mostly focus on and hold accountable public institutions and regulations rather than businesses. When a core
definition of news calls on journalists to find solutions to public problems, it
inherently puts the focus on governmental regulatory agencies and whether
the government is meeting its goals. As a result, the Journal Sentinel’s reporting usually confines itself to existing regulations, laws, practices, and values
in order to justify its judgments and proposed solutions, hence helping to
maintain established power relations within society as well as official versions of social reality. As Vincent P. Norris noted about the role of watchdog
press in a democratic society, “[T]he press is a watchdog that nips at the heels
while carefully avoiding the jugular” (1982:15).
The reporters I interviewed believe their stories will help improve
their community or play a role in sparking an active debate in the public
sphere; they hope at least the watchdog reporting will increase loyalty and
readership. The journalists’ definition of news and news values has important
implications on what we read and know about. While transcending the traditional tensions between “moral custodianship and moral disengagement” (Ettema and Glasser 1998:61) in favor of active adversarialism—or
advocacy—the paper still clings to objectivity by establishing new guidelines
for how stories advocate for a solution or for change, which help the paper
avoid criticism and serve as justifications for their judgments.
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The journalists I interviewed talked about how they have the necessary means, resources, and expertise to do data-driven, watchdog journalism
and how others, such as bloggers and citizen journalists, lack these resources.
While this means redefining the jurisdictional borders of journalism through
watchdog reporting as a journalism of performance and retreating from jurisdictional claims over covering the daily news as a journalism of craft, the way
journalists decide what the public should know has more to do with their values and how they define news than methodological differences between other
occupational groups. When deciding what is news, the watchdog team looks
for a “bad guy,” a clearly identifiable antagonist that presents the opportunity
for them to propose a solution to a problem. Misuse of taxpayers’ money,
malpractice or abuse of power, and inadequate laws and regulations are
among the criteria the journalists take into consideration while evaluating
whether a case is worth investigating. Their proposed solutions reside either
within existing regulations and laws or existing practices and regulations in
different cities or states. In the end, not only have they left themselves no
choice but to stay within existing power relations, thus preventing journalists
from questioning the system itself, in a lot of cases they also steer themselves
away from holding businesses accountable because the private sector falls
outside of the paper’s definitional boundaries. When investigating the private
sector, if journalists identify some kind of wrongdoing, they report what is
going on and then try to figure out why it is happening. The answer to this
question is usually that regulations are too lax or the public institutions and
agencies that were supposed to regulate failed to do so. Regulators, not businesses, are held to higher standards. Businesses need only be legal. Issues
about public institutions, where serving the public is the underlying principle,
can easily be associated with betrayal while the goal of making greater profits
in the private sector might not prompt the feeling of being betrayed. The
award-winning investigative series, “Chemical Fallout,” is a good example of
how the paper reported a business story on the usage of dangerous chemicals
in everyday goods as a governmental, regulatory problem. These criteria and
patterns in their reporting reveal a neoliberal set of values and an impulse to
focus on and hold accountable the public institutions and existing regulations
but not the businesses that take advantage of those regulations. The requirement of a villain–victim dynamic in order to investigate a story not only limits the paper’s watchdog role but also risks seeking a villain in every situation.
The newspaper measures the success of its reporting by the impact and
change it prompts, and as such, watchdog stories encourage readers to take
action through follow-up stories and events. Although it’s not sufficient, the
paper’s watchdog journalism in a way differs from the tradition of watchdog
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role in the public’s name as it not only calls attention to certain social problems but also encourages the community to take action for particular reforms.
News plays an important role in our understanding and knowledge of
the social world, but market-driven news operations paired with the constraints of detached observation limit journalism’s potential as a democratizing force. Investigative journalism, to a degree, can provide better tools to roll
back the processes of professionalization, standardization of content, and marginalization of the interests of the working classes. Types of investigative
reporting that favor active adversarialism against the power elites and advocating for the powerless not only can narrate injustice and injury in social life
but also can play a role in activating the public sphere by confronting certain
social realities, calling attention to them, and stimulating civic action against
the breakdowns of social systems. The means and conditions of production
and the circulation of news; journalistic routines, rituals, and managerial bureaucracy; and journalists’ understanding of their work and journalistic responsibility all impact what becomes news, what doesn’t, and to what end.
Hence, without altering the news-for-profit characteristics of, and the private
capitalist control over, the news media, watchdog reporting cannot transcend
its contemporary limitations and paradoxes. Under the weight of the profitand advertisement-driven media environment and concentrated ownership,
even investigative journalists claim to refrain from making moral judgments.
As a result, they tend to invoke dominant values, rely on existing laws and
practices and official sources, and embrace detached objectivity in their reporting as they are afraid of criticism and losing their jobs or their professional authority. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel’s transition into a publication
that puts more of an emphasis on watchdog projects sheds light on the conditions and problems of today’s journalism and also on the possibilities for tomorrow’s journalism.
If more news organizations invested in investigative reporting, as a
result, more experiences could also produce ways to overcome the current
problems and shortcomings of watchdog reporting. The experience of news
reading and the conditions of news production and circulation have changed,
and journalism has suffered under the weight of profit- and advertisementdriven media operations, professionalization, and concentrated ownership.
But these processes have not altered the public’s hunger for news. Instead of
invoking a sense of nostalgia about journalism’s earlier forms and practices,
scholarship and journalists should focus on new ways, based on whatever is at
hand, to transition the local and global experience of media into a more democratic one.
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Notes
i

In 2014, the Journal Sentinel’s parent company, Journal Communications, and Cincinnati-based
E. W. Scripps announced a deal that joins the Journal Sentinel and other Scripps newspapers
into a new company called Journal Media Group. Scripps would hold the majority stocks of
the new company, while Journal Communication’s broadcast properties would be owned by
Scripps. The deal was finalized in March 2015 (Kirchen 2014).
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